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Medical Education and Kannangara Philosophy

 I feel extremely honoured and privileged to have been invited  
to deliver this 28th memorial lecture in the lecture series to  
commemorate a visionary leader, politician, philosopher and  
educationist late Dr. CWW Kannangara. My special appreciation 
goes to the Director General of the National Institute of Education  
and the officials of the Research Department for inviting me to  
deliver this memorial lecture. After reading names of the past orators  
of this lecture during the last 27 years starting from Prof. JE Jayasuriya 
whose mathematics books helped  me  pass the GCE O/L, I feel 
greatly humbled by this honour. At least two of the previous orators 
had been my teachers in medical school and / or during my post 
graduate training to become a Paediatrician. Several others had been 
educationists par excellence whom I have admired in my childhood. 
Doing justice to a great personality like late Dr. CWW Kannangara and 
all the past orators had been the most difficult task I have encountered 
in my entire academic and professional life so far. However during the 
next one hour I will attempt to do that and I invite you to be my judge 
and see whether I will do the justice to this great man who most 
certainly is the person who enabled me to reach the position I am 
in today. I will during this lecture take examples from the life of late 
Dr. CWW Kannangara first as an introduction to entry into the theme 
I am going to speak today. I chose a theme that is very topical in  
today’s context which is “Medical Education and Kannangara 
Philosophy.”

I chose this topic, as at the time of accepting this invitation 
the medical education and the profession was engulfed in a  
conflict that has disrupted the education of 8 state medical schools 
of this country for several months. As at present it has gone on for  
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9 months with a seemingly endless disruption like in 1987 to 1990 for  
3 long years. The impact of this entire conflict cannot be estimated on 
monetary terms but can be described. 

There will be no intern medical officers by November 2018 
which will affect the rural and underserved areas of the country.  
The post graduate training will suffer.  

Duration of stay in the undergraduate course would increase  
by the period out of work increasing the personal and Government 
of Sri Lanka (GOSL) expenditure. Student will run out of “Mahapola”  
scholarship for an extended period of time causing financial  
hardships for families. This led to development of illegal private  
practice of medical students on a large scale. 

The intakes into medical schools would get delayed significantly  
if the disruption goes beyond October 2017. 

Quality of care in the health service will be affected. New 
developments in the health service would be delayed. Very 
importantly the traumatized mental state of the “soldiers” who 
are fighting the anti SAITM battle under the “Generals” of the lead 
organizations will also affect the quality of care within the health  
service for a long period of time to come. The entire medical 
profession in the current health service have experienced this and 
are well aware of the repercussions. All these happened during 1987 
to 1990.

As a side issue, 120 Bhutanese students studying medicine 
in 3 state medical schools namely Colombo, Peradeniya 
and Kelaniya returned to home country on advice of their  
Department of Adult and Higher Education (DAHE) due to the  
prevailing situation. This was a state sponsored country to country 
arrangement earning USD 10,000.00 per year per student for the 
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three Faculties. Payments to Sri Lanka has been suspended. Sri Lanka  
international reputation has suffered for our inability to fulfil  
international obligations.

I believe it is happening at least partly because of a 
misunderstanding of CWW Kannangara’s vision. Before going to 
describe the contradiction of the current battle to protect the  so  
called “free  education” from the vision of late Dr. CWW Kannangara, 
I will explain the yeomen service he rendered to mankind and 
humanity and how it benefitted me.

Christopher William Wijekoon Kannangara was born on 
13.10.1884 and today is his 133rd birth anniversary. He was a born 
Christian as per the agreement between his parents at the time of 
their marriage. It is said that his father was never happy about  having 
to change the religion to marry. He lost his biological mother early 
in his life due to a maternal death following the birth of his younger 
brother who also died – a neonatal death. His father had five children 
from the first marriage and four children from the second marriage. 
He was the third in the family of nine. They were all well cared for by 
their step mother whom he loved a lot.

He was a brilliant student at Wesleyan College, Ambalangoda  
when he came under observation of Father JH Darrel, then  
Principal of Richmond College, Galle and great mathematics teacher 
during the triennial prize giving. Apparently, Father Darrel remarked 
that he might have to bring a bullock cart to take home the prizes 
he won in the triennial prize giving. Father Darrel requested the  
Principal of the Wesliyan College to prepare him for the open  
competitive scholarship of Richmond College, which he won  
subsequently. When his father lost the job along with the pension  
after a service of 30 years, student Kannangara had to undergo  
enormous financial difficulties despite the free tuition, food and  
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lodging at Richmond College. He overcame this by hard work and  
winning almost all the possible prizes available for different subjects  
like Religion, Mathematics etc. During his hostel stay he also  
understood with experience how discriminatory and demeaning  
it could be when the same school treated students of three different  
social classes in three different ways from the food they received to 
the relationship the Principal and teachers had with the students 
of these three social classes.1 He came first in Mathematics at the 
Cambridge Senior Examination in all the countries under British rule 
where the examination was conducted. However he lost the only 
available scholarship to enter London University after becoming 
the seventh in the merit order among 12 students who were  
prepared to sit the examination. He decided to study law but was  
persuaded by Father Darrel to stay back and serve the Alma Mater  
as a mathematics teacher. This led to his short career at Richmond 
College as a teacher where Father Darrel taught him the importance 
of paying back the debts he owed to the Alma Mater.

With the untimely death of Father JH Darrel during an outbreak 
of Typhoid fever, he decided to leave the school to pursue his studies 
in law. While teaching Mathematics at several schools on a part time 
basis to support himself financially, he completed his legal education  
and started practicing at the Bar in Galle. He became a reputed  
lawyer and then decided to get involved in social service activities 
and entered the legislative Council in 1923 first as the Southern  
province member and later as Galle district member. Even during this 
period he fought hard to change the education system and improve the  
status of teachers. He fought for higher salaries and against 
exploitation of teachers by the management of schools during this 
period.

In the State Assembly from 1931 up to 1947 as the elected 
member from Galle, he became one of the seven cabinet Ministers 
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as Education Minister and Chairperson of the sub committee on  
education. He along with his supporters within and outside the 
State Assembly, changed the history and the future direction of  
independent Sri Lanka by continuously fighting for an uninterrupted 
period of 16 years to bring in revolutionary reforms in education. The 
end results were amendments in the education ordinance and later 
the Report of the Special Committee on Education and Free Education  
Act. Such interventions during a period of 16 years from 1931 to  
1947, when no other nation in the entire developing world and in 
many todays developed world has ever thought, could be considered 
a miracle today. Hence the appreciation of the representative of the 
Indian government Mr. M.S. Aney after listening to his longest speech 
in the State Assembly stating that if “Dr. CWW Kannangara was born 
in India he would be worshipped as a god by people of India.”1

Despite this he was defeated in the first Parliamentary elections 
of 1947 by combined forces of the UNP who opposed his education  
reforms and the socialist left who supported the education reforms. 
He was reelected as a Member of Parliament in 1952 and appointed 
as the Hon. Minister of Local government. He retired from politics 
at the age of 72 years in 1956 and worked as a member of National  
Education Commission as well. He was relatively well off financially 
at the time of entry into politics after practicing as a lawyer 
in 1923 but had lost lot of his earnings during the period as a 
Minister for 20 years and 40 years of public life in politics. GOSL 
in 1963 gave him a once and for all payment of Rs. 10 000.00 for 
his living and again in November 1965, Parliament approved a 
monthly living allowance of Rs. 500.00 especially for his health care  
expenditure on an appeal he made. It was later increased to  
Rs. 1000.00.1This great son of Sri Lanka passed away on 29.09.1969 
without much attention from the nation.
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Efforts of the National Institute of Education (NIE) must be seen 
and appreciated in that light when it organizes this commemorative  
lecture amidst difficulties, in the memory of our great leader of  
education reforms in the 20th century as a visionary whose hard work 
brought in the most effective long term sustainable social welfare  
intervention to reduce poverty in this country. Those reforms have 
resulted in not just reducing poverty to a level where it is below 8%2 

of the population today but also it has had a great impact in other  
areas of life of people such as health care. It is extremely important 
to understand that such impacts are seen in a large majority after 
one generation. In fact, it is believed that universal and compulsory  
education of girl children in this country contributed heavily to  
reduction in maternal and child mortality, morbidity and improve 
their health.

Today every political party, every organization connected to 
education, every trade union in the government or private sector and 
every individual who has had some education would come forward 
to protect free education as a social welfare intervention. The entire 
country and political parties with allied student movements are in 
a vociferous dialogue always talking about free education without 
really giving the legend Dr. CWW Kannangara his due place in this 
dialogue.  I have not seen or heard a single University or a student 
organization in this country commemorating Dr. CWW Kannangara 
on his birthday though all of them are vociferous fighters to protect 
free education. Hence today late Dr. CWW Kannangara is a forgotten 
person as stated by Mr. KHM Sumathipala in his book titled “History 
of Education in Sri Lanka 1796 to 1965”.1 I would like to add to that 
and say “not only he is a forgotten person today, but even his vision 
has been misinterpreted, misdirected, distorted and partly destroyed 
by children born out of free education.”
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Dr. CWW Kannangara had a huge vision for education through 
which he was expecting to build a Sri Lankan Nation bringing social 
equity, reduce disparities, enable economic empowerment with  
reduction in unemployment leading to a knowledge and skills based 
economy even in 1940 well before this concept came into existence 
in the modern world. His vision was not just “free” education which 
simply meant absence of the need to pay a tuition fee for schools 
and Universities for the courses. He had a foresight to propose  
reforms with far reaching repercussions in our society which was in the  
CWW Kannangara vision for the development and reshaping of  
 Sri Lankan nation with goals to eliminate poverty and create a united 
Sri Lanka through education.

If his life story is analyzed, one could understand his learning 
from life experiences and encounters to develop his subsequent  
vision as a leader and an educationist far ahead of his time in the 
entire world. This strongly suggests that we need to teach and train 
our students to learn from our own culture, life experiences and  
encounters to have a solid foundation in life to become creative,  
independent thinkers who could propose home grown solutions 
and interventions to our own problems in their subsequent roles as  
mature adults and professionals. Has our society understood this 
from the life and vision of late Dr. CWW Kannangara? I think it has 
not.

I believe he must have realized how poverty at different stages 
in life could destroy the potential a young person has in achieving 
success in life. He must have developed the determination to work 
towards providing opportunities for every child with the potential  
to achieve the maximum they could in their lives by providing  
opportunities for education which did not depend on affordability. 
Hence his famous statement that “When this August State Assembly 
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could say that the education which was an inherited property of the 
elite and the rich in this country to be bought at a high cost became 
a low cost accessible right of every poor child born in the future of 
this country and an education which appeared to us as a closed book  
under a sealed cover was converted to an open letter accessible by 
everybody to read without any form of discrimination based on caste, 
race, religion and social class, it could feel proud than King Augustus 
who said that “Rome built with bricks was converted to a finish with 
marble”1.

His stand on the use of the mother tongue for primary  
education to develop creative and thinking skills while stressing 
the importance of learning English for everybody to acquire global 
knowledge, communication and eliminate gaps created by the  
colonial regimes by promoting two social classes of people based on 
Christian religion and English educated elite developed because of 
his own experience.

Figure 1: Dr. CWW Kannangara with his family (Photo courtesy  
Mr Sanjaya Seneviratna grandson of late Dr. CWW Kannangara)
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He must have missed the family in the hostel and realized the 
value of being with the family first as a young child and later as an 
adult the Minister of Education (Fig 1). This may have influenced him 
to strongly fight to set up a school within a reasonable distance from 
home as stipulated in the special report on education. In the same 
way he must have realized the importance of educating girl children. 
Discriminatory and bitter experiences were described by him in  
the State Assembly as examples that modelled his life. Fewer  
opportunities for scholarships must have taught him to fight for 
more allocations for expanding scholarship programs and concept of  
central schools to cater to larger number of clever children who 
will now get enrolled in secondary education to enter University  
education. Most importantly he also learnt not to hate society 
but developed a determination to change the system to empower 
poor people. Further, his balanced personality, perseverance and  
resilience were clearly evident in his subsequent career which  
probably developed after his school education where he participated 
in many sports, captained in cricket and football, acted in dramas and 
participated in the debating team all of which helped him to develop 
that determination.

Report of the special committee on education

Report of the special committee on education was tabled in 
1943 and approved in the parliament in 27.05.1947. The main  
objective was to ensure that all children from all social backgrounds 
would get access and opportunities for primary and secondary  
education without any obstacle.3 In 1905, the literacy rate was 5%; 
in 1947 it was 46%  with low female literacy than male literacy and 
today it is over 96% with a higher female literacy.

It also intended to provide those who go through secondary  
education opportunities for vocational training and higher education  
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to a limited extent in a University to be established in the future. 
There were opportunities for members of the elite to enter London  
University and go through higher education  and post graduate  
education to some extent, but the majority of the population did 
not have access to primary and secondary education and speaking 
about higher education in universities for them had no meaning. Free  
education was introduced in the background of relatively low literacy 
in most impoverished social strata and communities. Even at this 
time the elite were getting educational opportunities in the British 
model school education system on a paid basis.

Now, let me explain briefly, how free education enabled me to 
be what I am today. As a young child born and bred in a village called 
Magalkanda, in the Beruwala electorate of Kalutara district for 14 
years which had been a village where a man would be killed for 3 cents 
during the latter part of 19th or early 20th century, I have come up the 
social ladder to be the person I am today. In fact, I have seen murders 
almost on every Sinhala New Year day in our village until my parents 
decided to leave that village, after  my  admission to  Royal College 
Colombo on Grade VII Jathika Navodaya Scholarship. I was able to  
enter Royal College, Colombo and stay in the hostel throughout my 
college education, receive free education, perform well, get some 
learning opportunities in student leadership positions  and enter 
medical school without even sighting a tuition class at a time when 
tuition was very popular, if not rampant, in late seventies.  Hence 
like most, if not all of you, I am a real beneficiary of free education  
introduced by late Dr. CWW Kannangara. My parents were  
teachers who were just able to have reasonable living standards while 
supporting the education of their children and their younger siblings 
due to the inability of their parents to do so. The free education  
given to my parents and me enabled us to grow out of poverty.  
Benefits of free education help eliminate poverty in lower social  
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classes which received it originally at the time of its introduction 
over two generations. Hence it is the most cost effective, sustainable, 
long term social welfare intervention to eliminate or reduce poverty in  
Sri Lanka. We have seen social mobility, reduction in poverty  
percentages transforming the low social classes in a changing country 
during our life time. It is worthwhile studying the “contribution of 
education as a single factor to eliminate poverty” even now.

Free education today

Dr. CWW Kannangara’s free education vision encompassed a 
single education system given in all schools free of cost of tuition fees 
enabling social mobility through empowerment of underprivileged 
masses with knowledge and skills required for employment and  
contribute to national development and the economy. It also  
encompassed a vision for a Sri Lankan nation with no difference 
based on religion, ethnicity, class or caste.  This no longer exists with 
hundreds of international schools teaching, training and preparing 
them for London O/L, A/L with different cultural inputs, different  
value systems to prepare them for challenges of globalization as well 
as to fill the gap created by lack of access for so called “good schools” 
for people who could afford. The tuition culture has become so  
rampant now where school teachers themselves are involved; not 
without compromising their own commitment to teaching.  It causes 
an ethical and a moral issue when the teacher’s own class of students 
are attending the tuition class of the class teacher. Sometimes his/
her class students are requested or compelled to attend the class by 
the teacher him/herself. Ordinary people spend large sums of money 
especially at GCE A/L to get entry into a state University. The late  
Dr. CWW Kannangara was totally against this tuition culture even 
in the 1940s. He was totally against it for educational reasons as it  
destroys a child’s creativity; produces children who memorizes  
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knowledge to regurgitate at the examination; consumes  the child’s 
time for self-learning and extracurricular activities; and prevents 
him learning from home environment and activities. But all of us are 
guilty of doing this for our children. Tuition in its current form actually 
fulfils the definition of privatization of education for which no single 
politician or student movement is fighting against.

Today, at the end of the day free education gives us free  
access to a school with a desk, chair and no payment of tuition fee for  
services of teachers for academic learning except for a nominal 
school fee for extra curricular activities. For all that we did not have 
to pay and even today’s children or their parents do not pay for these 
services. It does come to them at no individual cost. Does it mean 
it is free? There is no dispute that somebody pays the salaries of 
staff and teachers, somebody pays for books, furniture, uniforms,  
maintenance of buildings and electricity, water and consumables. 
The children do not pay.  Parents do not directly pay these costs. It 
may come from Government of Sri Lanka funds, School Development 
Society or Old Boys Association /Old Girls Association funds in  
government schools for which the tax payers are paying.

There are private schools and so called international schools for 
which parents pay for all these services. Here, the private schools are 
selling a commodity or a service and people or parents of children  
who are utilizing that service are paying for it. Free education if  
interpreted in the same way, the Government is buying a commodity 
or a service for the people after paying money to the providers of that 
service. In both situations it is a traded product with no difference 
except in system and quality.

However in his vision, Dr. CWW Kannangara never proposed 
abolition of private schools but was for strict regulation of the entire  
education system including private schools. He clearly stated that 
if parents want to send their children to these schools they should 
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be given the choice. He understood  the ability of the rich to afford  
education and permitted it. He must have understood that in that 
era where funding education was a major problem, converting all 
schools to state schools providing free education would have led to 
a crisis where quality of education in some of these schools would  
deteriorate. He may have wanted to avoid criticism based on that  
although he was actually criticized for it. He also probably understood 
that, there would be a percentage of wealthy population who could 
pay for education of their children without making it a burden on the 
state even at that time.

However, he did not accept the existence of two education 
systems with two sub cultures, two value systems leading to  
development of two social classes and a divided nation through two 
school systems public and private. He wanted a single value system  
developed based on over 2000 year history of Sri Lanka with a 
solid foundation laid down by Buddhism and other religions and  
associated cultures. He was a strong promoter of religious education 
in schools with strong reservations on conversion in religious schools 
at that time. What is happening now in Sri Lanka with multiplying 
international and private schools?

74 years after the Kannangara reforms, where free education 
has produced huge changes in the socio - economic status of some 
communities and at a time when the poorest of the poor such as 
children of estate workers and those living in urban slums are still 
not receiving benefits of even free primary and secondary education,  
and gap between them and rest of the society is continuing to  
widen, what should we do to address these gaps? Our country has not  
answered this question even after 74 years of education reforms. 
The next question gets added to this unanswered question. Should 
the current welfare system presently available for wider population 
be expanded to specific target groups by depriving some welfare  
measures to the privileged class? (Fig 2)


